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Lacey Galbraith

Butter, Flour, Sugar, Eggs
It’s the twenty-fifth of May and the magnolias are in bloom; the fallen
blossoms of pink rhododendran bushes color the ground and scatter
themselves through a bed of white impatiens. Lily sits alone on her family’s
covered side porch drinking a cola and rocking on a wide-planked swing.
Each time
touch the dusty ground to push off,
body floats
backwards, her hair brushing the climbing leaves of the deep purple clematis
behind her. It’s past noon on Sunday and the afternoon light reaches into
the covered shade and slants across her pale skin.
Lily turns her head and watches her brother Martin rebound baskets for
their sister C.J. His movements are automatic, stiff. She stares, waits, hopes
his face will look
way but his expression is blank-eyes open
far away,
like someone daydreaming. She picks
from the glass dish on the
table beside her and slowly eats them one by one.
Out in the driveway, C.J. dribbles and shoots a basketball. The continual
slap of hard leather against asphalt echoes past the yard and through the
neighborhood. Next year
’ll be a freshman in high school. She knows
she’ll make the team, but C.J. wants playing time and she wants a spot on the
varsity. Every day after school, weekends, whenever there’s free time she
comes to the driveway and shoots baskets. Her grandmother would prefer
she mix in a ballet lesson every
and then, but C.J. dreams only about
sports. Out in the driveway, she imagines herself back in the gymnasium
its yellow lights and smell of stale sweat. She hears the crowds and the
jeering opponents. She feels the brush and then the shove of another player.
C.J. dribbles past where she knows the three-point line would be and
spinning quick on a pivot lets fly a perfectly placed shot. Her arm extends
and her hand hangs limp in follow through. Another game won.
Beneath the basket and in his own world, Martin stands ready to
the ball. His arms hang rigid and awkward, as if his body doesn't recognize
itself. He’s been standing under the rim catching her shots since he was four
and she was six and she went to her first basketball camp. C.J. doesn’t let
Martin’s indifference to sports and physical activity deter her from using him
as her personal rebounding machine. She knows he agrees
out of some
great admiration or sense of obedience to an older sibling,
because
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afterwards, unlike everyone else in the family, she lets him eat two slices of
cake
of just one.
Martin’s dreams are of desserts. He won’t speak and he won’t
acknowledge that you’re even in the
he will look up each time you
the words “baked goods.” This morning it took him three hours to
decide on which cake he wanted Lily to make him this week. Thumbing
through the glossy pages of a new cookbook Grandmother had bought
yesterday, he’d point first to carrot, then to caramel, then to red velvet before
finally settling on butter cream with semi-sweet chocolate icing. It was his
favorite. Plain, simple, and three-layered.
Last
before she left for college, Lily baked Martin a cake every
Sunday. During the school
Lily’s
and Grandmother took over,
but since she’s been home for summer vacation, Lily’s had
old
back.
This morning, the kitchen was hot and though Lily’s
was pulled back in
a knot on top of
head, strands and wisps fell down and stuck to the back
of her perspiring neck. Wiping her hands on the front of
khaki shorts,
Lily walked over to Martin and laid her hand on his shoulder. He tensed and
then relaxed. "I know you hear me,” she said. I know that since
Grandmother’s moved in and Mother’s been weird and Daddy’s wherever
you’ve gotten away with a lot. But this week you will eat
green. Carrots in your cake don’t count as a food group.” Martin sat there
ignoring Lily, lost in the pages and recipes of dozens upon dozens of
desserts.
flour, and eggs are his food groups.
Martin is the open secret of Lily’s family. It’s known that Martin Craig
isn’t like the other children, yet no one ever says it outright. People used to
think he’d outgrow it,
as Martin’s mother knew from the beginning, you
don’t outgrow retardation.
He’s skinny and bony and so tiny that he resembles an eight-year-old in
size rather than the pre-teen that he is. He doesn’t speak; instead he lets
low and garbled tries at words
there's something he needs. If
doesn’t work, he simply screams. Yells and moans. Some doctors say there’s
nothing wrong with his vocal folds and that he should be able to talk, that
his
speaking is plain stubborness on his part, but others, like Lily and
C.J.’s mother, understand that’s just the way Martin is. He can look right at
you and then on through to the other side. You’re
even there. When
friends first come to the Craig household, they have to be told to give him
the right of way
walking down the hallway. “He doesn’ see you,” C.J.
tells
best friend. “He's in his own world. Just step around him.”
Their grandmother can’t understand or doesn’t believe it either one.
When she visits she keeps stumbling into him. “Gracious that child just
doesn’t look where he’s going,” she
C.J. one day.
“I’ve said watch out,” Grandmother. You know that’s how Martin is.”
“Yes,
he’s bruised my leg.” She
over at Martin. He was
reading a Southern Living magazine and cutting
the food pictures.
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“I always thought it was your mother and her being too soft on him.
Children are natural manipulators, and if you’re
careful, behaviour
should have outgrown will stick around. You treat a child too delicately and
they lose their manners.”
“Grandmother?”
I know, Caroline, but the child is stubborn. Look at how he refuses to
eat.”
“Mother says he’s probably a lot smarter than people around here give
him credit for. That for all we know, he
be a
and we're the
ones who aren’t smart enough to figure out what’s going on.”
“His screaming and rocking is not the work of a genius.”
“I know. I haven't figured that one out yet, either.”

A woodpecker bangs and knocks its way through a sycamore tree
ten yards away a crow screeches in the branches of a white oak. Its wings are
caught and tangled in the hanging string and dangling tail of a kite. It was
Martin’s Easter gift
the first time he used it, he lost it in the branches of
this tree. All that’s left of the
plastic are shreds of diamond patterned
shapes that flap and spin in the wind. The crow’s screechings are so loud
that on the porch Lily moves to have a look and Martin—beneath the very
tree
the crow twists and fights through the thin string-looks up and
stares
the branches of the white oak. Against the clear sky he sees the
black body of the crow backdropped against other leaves and varying shades
of green and brown.
C.J. doesn’t stop to stare at the crow in the tree. She doesn’t even hear
its caws. Right hand, left hand, crossover and behind the
she thinks.
Head down then up and
straight ahead—see the court—she spins and
pivots and dribbles around and through invisible defenders and opponents.
She doesn’t see Martin
straight at the sun. The crow cries, C.J. pants,
and Martin stands there silent. He's changed from watching the bird to
being transformed by the noise and the heat and the general fact that at
thirteen, hormones don’t mix well with handicaps and brain waves.
Lily can't take her eyes off Martin. The boy’s jittery self has been
replaced. His face is turned upward, his knees are locked, and his hands are
out before him-palms up-ready to catch a ball he’s
long
forgotten.
“C.J.,” she calls from her perch on the porch railing. C.J., go touch
Martin.” But C.J.’s as lost in
world as Martin is in his. She moves
smooth and cat-like across the black asphalt. Right hand, left hand, through
the legs and see the court. Head fake, ball fake, pivot and spin.
Lily wishes
sister would stop playing for one second. Why doesn’t she
hear me? she thinks. Lily tries again and leaning over the railing she yells,
“C.J., check on Martin.”
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Martin’s mouth hangs open and his body begins to sway ever so slightly.
Still, C.J. looks for the perfect shot.
“Caroline...” Lily cries falling over the railing. She climbs through the
pale pink peonies and the thick flower bed. She crushes daisies and daylilies
and pricks
skin on rose bush thorns. Breathless and in more a whisper
than a scream, Lily calls C.J.’s name one more time.
“Caroline....” But all her sister hears is the crowd calling her name.
Pump and fake, 15 seconds, go to the goal or take it past the three. Either way
I'm money.
High up in the tree the crow still twists its body and Martin stands there
unblinking with eyes glassed over and arms
fallen at his side. Tears slip
from the corners of his eyes and softly roll down his cheeks. The wind runs
through the trees and the kite tail dangles from the crow’s body
string
hangs from the bird’s neck.
Lily trips as she steps from the flower bed and runs towards Martin. C.J.’s
body hovers over the ball. Right hand, left hand, pick up and fade away.
Basket's good and why's Martin fallen to the ground, she thinks. The bird
breaks free and trails the kite as it flies away. Lily grips Martin’s face between
her hands. C.J. squints to comprehend, the crowd and the cheers of her
gymnasium have faded and what’s left are the splotches of color and sunlight
appear when one stands too quickly or spins too fast in circles. She
raises her arms and tightens
ponytail. Its short stub splays itself like a
flattened paintbrush across her head.
“Martin, Martin, honey, wake up,” Lily says. “Blink your eyes, you’ve got
to stop shaking.”
C.J. walks over and her shadow stands over her brother and sister.
“What’s wrong?” she says. “He didn’ catch the ball.” And with increasing
alarm, “Why is he staring like that? What’s wrong with him? Where's
Mother? Why isn’t anyone doing anything?”
“C.J., I’m trying. Can’t you tell? Just go and get Mother, just go and get
her.”
The stalks of flowers lay fallen in the dark wet mulch and the clematis
buds hang limp on the vine. The sun is out and the sky is clear,
steam
from last night’s rain still lingers. It will be fifteen minutes before an
ambulance can find its way to Lily’s house. She could have
had him
in the car, driven him herself, but instead she sits there with him. His
shaking has stopped and his arms and limbs have relaxed just a little,
his
eyes still stare straight ahead. She holds him in her lap and smooths his hair
from his face. She notices
chocolate icing still clings to the corners of
his mouth, giving his open and slack-jawed face the appearance of a smile.
Tomorrow you can have any cake you want, she thinks. I'll never make you eat
vegetables again.
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